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Thank you for downloading this e-book from Teaching Packs. We hope that it, along with 
the accompanying resources, are useful to you and the children that you teach. 

Please be aware of the following information before using this book.

Please DO:
* Print and copy this book (on paper or electronically),
so that you can use it with the children that you teach.
* Tell others if you have found it useful.
* Email mark@teachingpacks.co.uk if you have any 
suggestions, or find any mistakes, so that we can 
continue to improve the book in the future.

Please DO NOT:
* Copy or share this book (in part or whole) with others 
who have not joined our site. By becoming a member for 
themselves, they will help us to continue making more 
fantastic resources for everyone in the future.

Thank you,

Mark and Helen Warner 
© Teaching Packs - The Vikings - Page 2



© Teaching Packs - The Vikings - Page 3

Who were the Vikings? 4 Viking Boats 26

Viking Society 6 Viking Warriors 30

Viking Families 10 Viking Settlements 34

Viking Houses 17 Viking Exploration 38

Viking Food and Drink 20 Viking Religion 42

Viking Clothes 23 Glossary 47

All of the underlined 
words in this book
can be found in the 

glossary (on page 47).
Use this to check their 
meaning if you need to.



The Viking Age in 

European History was 

about AD 700 to 1100. 

The Viking people 

came from the 

Scandinavian 

countries (Denmark, 

Norway and Sweden) 

and they spoke an old 

language called Norse.  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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. When the Viking 
Age in Europe 
took place.

2. Where the Viking 
people came 
from. 

3. How the Vikings 
affected the 
people and places 
where they 
raided.

Image © ThinkStock

Can you find 
Denmark, Norway 

and Sweden
on this map?
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The Vikings were very successful raiders. They sailed for many miles to other countries to 

steal goods and treasure or make settlements there. The Vikings became known for their 

daring attacks and they were feared greatly.

However, the Vikings 

were also excellent 

seamen and traders and 

they had a rich custom of 

traditional beliefs and 

laws. They also 

developed a democratic 

society, where they were 

able to vote and express 

their opinions freely to the 

leader of their village. 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A Viking Chieftain talking to other men.

Image © ThinkStock

Did you know?
The word ‘Viking’ means ‘pirate raid’.



The Viking class system

Viking society was divided into three classes: 

slaves, freemen and nobles. 
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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. The different 
classes of Viking 
society.

2. The rules and 
laws that Viking 
people followed.  

3. How Viking 
society changed 
over time.

Slaves
Not surprisingly, most of the harder jobs were 
completed by slaves or ‘thralls’. Most slaves 
were foreigners that had been captured by the 
Vikings during their many raids and battles. If a 
child’s parents were slaves, they would also have 
been slaves and would become the legal property 
of their master. Slaves were expected to do the 
dirtiest and most horrible jobs in society.
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Freemen

Freemen were Viking citizens 

who worked for a living. They were 

tradesmen, craftsmen, warriors 

or landowners. All freemen were 

allowed to voice their thoughts and 

complain to the local chieftain.

Nobles
At the beginning of the Viking age, Viking society was 
governed by chieftains (nobles) who were responsible 
for small areas of land. Chieftains would rule their people 
and hold assemblies called the ‘thing’ twice a year, so 
that the freemen could voice any complaints. If people 
were not pleased with their leader, they were able to 
choose a new one at the ‘thing’. Crimes (e.g. theft or 
murder) were also tried at these assemblies.
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Viking law

Despite their reputation in history as invaders and plunderers, the Vikings had many laws. These 

were firmly based on honesty, bravery and fairness in 

society. Liars, cheats and cowards were hated because 

Vikings were expected to be law abiding!  A person who 

broke Viking law was considered to be an outlaw and 

anyone had the right to kill them.

Vikings usually settled their differences by fighting a 

duel. It was traditional for Vikings to fight this duel

on a piece of cloth laid on the ground. If one of the 

fighters stepped off the cloth during the fight they 

lost the duel.
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Did you know?
Anyone accused of a serious crime (such as theft or 

murder) was made to walk across a piece of red hot iron or 
take stones out of a boiling pot. The Vikings believed that 
the burns of a guilty person would become infected, while 

an innocent person’s burns would heal.

Changes in society

Over time, Chieftains raided and 

conquered other areas of land, 

gathering more wealth and power from 

foreign countries. This changed the 

structure of society and by AD 1050, 

Norway, Denmark and Sweden were 

each ruled by one powerful Viking King. 

This meant that the ‘thing’ declined as 

the Viking people were governed by 

each mighty ruler.



Family life was hard and everyone had to work 

together to survive. Viking families 

usually lived in large family groups with 

children, parents and grandparents all 

living together. Families usually 

owned a small piece of land 

where they could grow oats and 

barley to make bread. They also 

kept a few animals (such as 

sheep, goats and cows), which 

would provide milk, wool, 

hides and meat.  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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. Family life in 
Viking times,

2. The hobbies that 
Viking people 
enjoyed. 

3. What happened 
when Vikings got 
married (and 
divorced). 

4. Viking death 
rituals.
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Viking Men

All Viking men had to be good at hunting and 

sailing. It was a man’s job to fish and hunt 

animals (including seals, walrus, foxes, bears 

and reindeer) to provide food for their family.  

Most Viking men were also very good at 

building and fixing things, which helped them 

to support their families’ simple lifestyle.

Some men were able to build boats. Many 

were craftsmen who could use clay, leather 

or precious metals. The objects that they 

made could be sold or traded at market.
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Viking Women

Viking women were highly regarded in Viking society. It 

was a woman’s role to run the household, cook, clean and 

look after the children. Viking women also helped to feed 

their families and gathered berries, nuts and mushrooms. 

They would also collect eggs and make cheese (using the 

milk from their families’ cows or goats).

Women were taught to spin, sew and weave to make 

clothes. It was the role of a Viking wife to run the family 

farm in her husband’s absence (if he was hunting or on a 

Viking raid). As a symbol of her power, the lady of the 

house wore the keys to the food store around her neck. 
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Viking Children

The Vikings did not have schools, so children were 

expected to work, by doing chores and helping to 

gather food.

History, religion and Viking law were taught to 

children by their parents through stories or songs. 

Viking boys were also taught how to hunt, farm 

and make weapons. Viking girls were trained 

how to run a home.

A Viking boy was usually named after his father. 

For example, Asmund, son of Ake, would have 

been called Asmund Akeson. Girls were usually 

named after their mothers or grandmothers.

Did you know?

When they were born, Viking 

children were given little 

Thor’s hammer charms to 

protect them from evil.
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Hobbies

The Vikings had to work very hard to survive, but they also had time to have fun.

Popular pastimes for Viking men included 

swimming, wrestling, horse racing and 

skating and skiing in the cold weather.

Viking children had home-made toys, 

including dolls, small wooden boats 

and footballs (which were made 

from animal hides).

The most popular pastime was 

storytelling. Stories were often sung 

or told in a rhyme to make them 

easy to remember. These 

traditional stories were 

passed on between families.
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Marriage

A Viking was considered to be an adult by the age of fifteen, so girls were usually married between 

twelve and fifteen years of age. Their husbands were chosen for them by their fathers.

When a girl was to be married, she was provided with a 

dowry. A poor woman’s dowry might have consisted of cloth, 

linen, wool and a spinning wheel or a loom to make cloth. 

This would have helped the new bride to support her 

husband and his family. Richer brides also had jewellery, 

silver, gold and even farm animals as part of their dowry. All 

of these possessions would have still belonged to the women 

throughout their marriage.

Divorce

Women could divorce lazy husbands who did not look after them or 

their children properly. To get a divorce, a women had to gather 

witnesses to watch her declare herself divorced - first at the front 

door of the home she shared with her husband and then by their bed.



Death

The Vikings were pagans and worshipped many gods and goddesses. Viking kings and 

other wealthy Vikings were buried in ships with all of their possessions, along with the 

things that they might need during their next life. The ship was set on fire and sent out to 

sea. It was believed that they could sail the ship to the afterlife. 

Ordinary Vikings were buried in the 

ground with a few objects that 

were precious to them (e.g. items 

of jewellery or a sword). Picture 

stones were erected to celebrate 

the person’s life. These stones 

were carved with images which 

praised the man for their bravery 

or a women for her role as a good 

wife and mother. 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A Viking burial boat showing a shrouded body, 
surrounded by possessions for the afterlife.



Viking houses were long and rectangular, with tall, sloping, thatched 

roofs (which were thatched using straw or turf). Some of the houses 

might have had one small window, with shutters instead of glass.

The floor level of the 

house was dug lower 

than the level of the 

ground to make the 

house warmer and to 

protect it from 

draughts. The floor was 

made from earth that 

had been flattened. 
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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. How Viking 
houses were built.

2. The furniture and 
objects that you 
would find in a 
Viking house. 

3. The differences 
between the 
houses of a rich 
and a poor Viking 
family.

Image © ThinkStock

A replica of a Viking long-house with turfed roof.
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The materials used in a Viking house depended 

upon what was available. Wood, stone or blocks 

of turf were often used to build the walls of the 

house. To make the walls stronger, sticks were 

woven together and then covered in mud. This 

was allowed to dry so that it kept the wind and 

rain out.

Viking houses normally had one large room 

which the whole family lived in together. At the 

centre of the room was a fire which was kept 

alight all day to keep the family warm and to 

provide light.

A large pot was kept over the fire to keep water 

warm and for cooking. Some of the smoke from 

the fire escaped through a hole in the roof, but a 

Viking house would have still been very smoky.



Vikings also lived with their animals. 

The animals lived at the opposite end 

of the house, to keep them warm and 

dry from the harsh weather conditions. 

A richer Viking might have had more 

then one room in their house, 

including a hall, kitchen, bedroom and 

store room.

The Vikings had very simple hand-

made wooden furniture. Tables and 

benches were made for them to sit 

and eat at. Around the edge of the 

house, benches were placed and used as beds, with rugs (made from wool or animal furs) as sheets to 

keep the people warm. Wooden chests were used to store things, including clothes and tools. 

Only wealthy Vikings had mattresses. These were made from woven cloth, stuffed with straw (or 

feathers if you were lucky). 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A replica of the interior of a Viking house.



A Viking family usually ate two meals a day. In order to survive, the 

people had to be self sufficient, so they grew crops on their land. 

Wheat, barley and rye were grown to make into coarse bread or 

porridge. Only the rich could afford bread made from wheat flour. If 

the climate was right, Vikings also grew leeks, onions, parsnips, 

turnips, cabbages, apples and plums. They also used herbs (e.g. dill 

and coriander) to flavour their food. 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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. The food that poor 
and rich Vikings 
ate.

2. The animals that 
Viking people 
farmed and 
hunted.  

3. What happened at 
a Viking feast.

Images © ThinkStock

Bread

Leeks

Cabbage

Dill

Coriander

Plums
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Farm Animals

The Vikings kept cows, sheep, pigs, goats, geese, chickens 

and turkeys on their smallholdings. Milk was used for 

making butter and cheese. Any spare butter milk was drunk 

so that nothing was wasted.

Unfortunately, the Vikings could not grow enough food to feed 

themselves and their animals over the long cold winter 

months. Before the winter came, many of the animals were 

killed. The meat from these 

animals was salted, 

pickled or smoked to 

preserve it. This meant 

that the Vikings could 

keep it and eat it over 

the long winter months.

Hunting Animals

Viking men were excellent hunters. 

They could catch and eat many 

animals, including whales, seals, deer 

and sea birds. The meat was cooked 

by women in large pots in the centre 

of the home or roasted over a spit. 

Fish was also a very important part of 

the diet and Viking men were very 

good at fishing. 

Images © ThinkStock

Smoking fish over a fire.



Gathering Food

Viking men did the hunting 

and fishing to provide for 

their families. Viking children 

often contributed to family 

life by gathering wild honey, 

nuts, wild birds’ eggs, 

nettles, wild berries, and mushrooms. 

Feasts and celebrations

Funerals, weddings and religious festivals were all celebrated in Viking 

culture and some of these celebrations lasted for over a week! 

During the festivities, the Vikings ate well and drank ale 

and mead (a special drink made using honey). The 

rich drank mead from hollowed out horns, 

while the poor used wooden cups. 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A drinking horn used by 
wealthy Vikings.

Blackberries

Acorns

Wild birds’ eggs

Nettles



Viking men wore tunics and trousers, while women 

wore dresses and a pinafore to protect their 

clothes from the daily chores. 

The Vikings dressed for warmth, so their 

clothes were made from woven wool and 

linen. Animal furs were used for extra 

warmth and their skins were hung out to dry 

to make leather. Poor Vikings made their 

own clothes and the cloth would have been 

coarse compared to the clothes worn by 

more wealthy Vikings. 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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. The clothes that 
Viking men and 
women wore.

2. The plants that 
were used to 
colour the 
clothing. 

3. Jewellery that was 
worn by the 
Vikings.



Natural dyes from plants 

(including those shown here) 

were used to colour the clothing . 

Rich Vikings could afford to 

buy expensive fabrics like 

silk from traders. Clothes 

were fastened using belts or 

brooches.

Shoes were made from leather or goat 

skin. The Vikings wore lace up boots - 

the laces were made from leather 

thongs. The Vikings sometimes left 

the fur of the animal on the leather to 

make the shoes or boots warmer. 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Viking shoes A Viking leather bag Im
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Walnuts

Onion 
skins

Lingonberries

Heather

Birch 
Leaves



Viking Jewellery

The Vikings loved jewellery, whether they were rich or 

poor. Rings, bracelets, brooches and necklaces were 

all worn. Poor Vikings wore simple jewellery carved from 

bone or wood. Coloured glass, jet or amber was 

used if they could afford it. Rich Vikings wore 

jewellery made from precious metals such as gold 

and silver. These were very intricate in design and were a sign of 

wealth and power.

While clasps and brooches were worn for decoration, 

they also helped to keep clothes in place. Women wore 

two oval brooches to keep their pinafores up. Men wore a 

single brooch on their right shoulder to keep their cloaks on, 

leaving their hands free to use tools or weapons. 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A Viking 
necklace.
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The Vikings were excellent sailors and could navigate the sea, using 

the sun and the stars to guide them. They also used their knowledge 

of seabirds, fish and changes in wind patterns to guide them. 

The Vikings built many kinds of 

ships, which were designed for 

different jobs. These included 

small fishing boats, large 

travelling and trading ships, and 

imposing warships (which were 

used for battle and raiding other 

countries).
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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. How Vikings 
navigated their 
ships and boats.

2. How Vikings built 
their boats. 

3. The differences 
between warships 
and trading ships.
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How did the Vikings build their boats?

The Vikings were excellent boat builders. All of the boats that they built 

were made from wood and held together using iron rivets (metal 

pins). All of the boards and planks were overlapped and any gaps in 

the boards were sealed using tarred rope and animal hair.

This made the boat watertight and flexible 

so it could withstand the rough seas on 

long journeys. The sails of the boat could 

be raised or lowered and they were 

waterproof (as they were made from wool, 

which has a natural waterproof oil in it 

called lanolin).

A wooden oar in one corner of the sail was 

used to change the sail’s direction and 

helped to steer the ship.
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Viking Warships
Viking warships were called longboats. These boats were very sturdy, but they were also very light and slender. This made them 

fast and allowed the Vikings to launch quick surprise attacks when they were raiding other countries. Their flat bottoms meant that 

they could land on beaches and allowed the warriors to wade to shore, travel in shallow rivers and reach further inland. Both ends 

of the boat were the same shape, so the ship could change direction without needing to turn the boat around.

The helmsman was able to steer the boat using a 

large steering oar which was attached to the right 

side of the boat (starboard). The sides of the boat 

had holes carved in them, so oars could slide 

through them when needed (if there was very little 

wind). The holes could be shut in rough weather to 

prevent water getting into the boat.

A Viking longboat could have anything from 24 - 50 oars. Longboats 

were also designed to strike fear into people. They often had large 

dragon-like figureheads carved on the front of them and blood-red sails 

to scare enemies. Shield racks ran along the side of the ship, allowing 

Viking warriors to slot their circular shields in place to help protect 

themselves and the boat. They also made it appear more imposing!

There was not much room to carry 

things aboard a Viking longboat. The 

only storage space available was 

under the deck and much of this space 

was taken up by weapons, casks of 

water and some food. The food was 

dried, cured meat and fish which 

would last the journey.
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Viking Trading Ships

The Vikings also built special boats called Knarrs. These were shorter and wider than 

longboats, because they were used to carry goods for trade. They were also deeper and this 

made them ideal for travelling in rough seas. 

Trading ships could carry up to five 

tonnes of cargo. The cargo was kept in 

the centre of the ship to aid balance and 

covered in animal hides to prevent it 

from getting wet.

These boats were also used by Viking 

settlers to transport their families, 

possessions and animals if they

went to settle in a new country.



Most Viking warriors would not have 

worn armour unless they were rich. Instead, 

they wore thick reindeer skins or cow hides 

to protect themselves. Those who could 

afford armour wore chainmail vests 

(made from iron rings) which reached 

down to their hips or knees. Their arms and 

hands were left free of mail for battle and 

speed. Conical shaped helmets were worn 

with a nose guard. Helmets with horns and 

wings on them were only used for religious 

ceremonies and not usually for battle.
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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. The armour worn 
and weapons 
used by Viking 
warriors.

2. How warriors 
were treated in 
Viking society. 

3. What happened 
on a Viking raid.



Weapons

Viking warriors valued their 

swords above all other 

weapons and they even 

named them! Swords were 

straight with a double edged 

blade (which was used for 

slashing). Wealthy Vikings 

had the hilt of their swords 

decorated with elaborate 

designs to show their status.  

Viking warriors also used axes, bows and arrows, spears and knives in battle. Shields were 

made from wooden boards. These were covered in leather and had a metal boss in the 

middle. This protected the warrior’s hand as they held the grip at the back. 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Replica Viking weapons:
A helmet, a wooden shield and a carved sword handle.

Images © ThinkStock
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How were warriors treated in Viking society?

At the beginning of the Viking age, when the Vikings 

lived in small settlements, they were ruled by the 

local chieftain. The chieftains relied on their 

warriors to protect their people and the 

settlement from other Vikings (who might attack to 

gain wealth, land and power).

In return for their loyalty, warriors expected their 

chieftain to reward them with land and treasure from raids 

and battles. If warriors were not rewarded well, they would 

desert their chieftain for another! 

As the Viking age progressed, more ruthless chieftains took over 

until only one King ruled each country: Norway, Sweden and 

Denmark. When this happened, each country was divided into units 

and had to provide the king of that country with a warrior.
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Why did the Viking go raiding and emigrate?

The Vikings began to leave their homeland in the 8th 

century to raid other lands. They did this to plunder and 

steal valuable items and also to find new homes. 

Norway and Sweden, where the Vikings came from, 

were very mountainous. This meant that the majority of 

Vikings lived on the flatter coastal areas (so they could 

farm more easily). They therefore had very little room to 

expand their land and needed to find new settlements 

abroad.

What were Viking raids like?
Viking raids were fast, quick and fierce. The element of 
surprise and speed was what made these raids so 
successful. Local villagers had little time to hide or escape. 
Viking raiders stole valuables, treasure, animals and even 
people (who could be used as slaves). Sometimes raiders 
would accept money in return for leaving a town in peace. 
Some of the Vikings taking part in raids would have been 
warriors, but many were farmers who left their farms in the 
spring to join raids and gain wealth before the harvest.

The Vikings used their excellent sailing skills and boat building skills to their advantage. Viking longboats 

were able to land on beaches and even row up rivers quickly. This meant that the Vikings were not limited 

to raiding seaside towns and villages. They could travel and strike deep inland.

When attacking fortified buildings, the Vikings used scaling ladders to fight their way through. If they 

were stormed by the opposition, they would create a line of overlapping shields called ‘skaldborg’

(meaning ‘shield fort’) as a defence. Captured kings would be killed or held for ransom and the pagan 

Vikings thought nothing of killing and beheading monks and priests.



The shock of Lindisfarne

In 793 AD Viking raiders attacked the monastery 

at Lindisfarne, a small island off the north east 

coast of Britain. The attack on a religious building 

shocked Christians. Goods were taken and many 

monks were killed or taken to be made into slaves. 

This was the beginning of the Viking age in Britain.

The Vikings travelled and conquered many areas 

in Europe and created settlements. They went on to conquer large 

areas of Britain, including:
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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. How the Viking 
Age began in 
Britain.

2. The places where 
Vikings settled in 
Britain and 
Europe. 

3. What a Viking 
town and market 
were like.

Small areas 
of Ireland, 
including 
Dublin.

The north 
west coast 
of Scotland.

East 
Anglia.

The Isle 
of Man.

Leicester, 
Nottingham, 

Derby, Stamford 
and Lincoln.

Northumbria, 
including 
Yorkshire.



The establishment of Danelaw

In 871AD, King Alfred of Wessex fought and beat the Danish Vikings at Ashdown. However, 

in 878AD, the Vikings made a surprise attack, forcing him to flee to Wessex where he 

managed to fend off the Danish leader Guthrum. This battle prevented England from 

becoming a Danish Kingdom. Instead, the Vikings settled in a large area of land which they 

called Danelaw.

The Vikings living in Danelaw followed Viking culture. 

They abided by of all the laws from 

Scandinavia and spoke 

the Viking 

language. Most 

of the Vikings 

there were 

farmers.
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One of Alfred the Great’s ships 
moored on the coast, to guard 

against a Viking invasion.



Archaeologists have excavated a number of 

sites in York and found evidence of the early 

Viking settlers. This has shown that a Viking 

town was a very busy place full of houses, 

markets, people and animals. It would also 

have been very smoky, dirty and smelly. Unlike 

the Viking longhouses in Scandinavia, Viking 

houses were made from wood and were 

thatched because the climate was milder. 

More than 15,000 Viking people lived in Northumbria (named Jorvik during Viking times). 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Reconstruction of a Viking settlement 
showing a thatched house.

In Britain today, many places owe their names to the Vikings:

• -by - The spelling of some place names end in ‘-by’. This comes from the Viking meaning 

‘village’. Examples of this include Grimsby, Whitby, Derby and Selby.

• -thorpe: Places ending in ‘-thorpe’ relate to the Viking meaning ‘farm’. Examples of this include 

Scunthorpe and Grimethorpe.



© Teaching Packs - The Vikings - Page 37

What were Viking markets like?

Blacksmiths
Some of the most important traders at the market were the 

blacksmiths. Blacksmiths used hot furnaces to hammer and 

shape hot iron into useful objects (including knives, arrow heads, 

nails, locks, keys, belt buckles and stirrups. Blacksmiths 

travelled from village to village, repairing items for locals 

(including the pots and tools that the farmers needed). The very 

rich Vikings (such as the local chieftain or King) would have had 

their own blacksmith.

Craftsmen
As well as traders, craftsmen 

had stalls at the market to sell 

their goods. These included:

• Carpenters selling wooden 

plates and cups.

• Jewellers selling necklaces, 

rings and brooches. 

• Leather workers selling shoes 

and belts.

• Potters selling fired clay pots 

for cooking in.

Traders
Markets (such as those found in Jorvik) were full of traders and 

merchants. These traders were not just from Jorvik, as many 

travelled from Viking towns in Scandinavia and Viking settlements 

in Ireland. Goods were transported by boat along the sea and 

rivers to reach the markets. Merchants travelled from many 

different lands, bringing back fur and amber from Russia, 

precious metals and fine jewellery from the Middle East and 

glassware from Germany. Farmers also brought in grain, crops 

and animals to sell to the locals. 



The Vikings explored and attacked many different countries: 

Viking attacks in the West
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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. Some of the 
events that took 
place throughout 
the Viking Age.

2. The places where 
Erik the Red and 
his son explored. 

3. Viking attacks in 
the East.

789 AD
The first raids 
on England 
took place.

799 AD
Mainland Europe was attacked in 
isolated raids on monasteries until 

trading centres were targeted
in 834 AD.

857 AD
The Mediterranean was 

attacked as 62 ships 
sailed through the Straits 

of Gibraltar to collect 
slaves in North Africa. 

860 AD
Constantinople, the 

capital of the Byzantine 
Empire, was attacked.

970 AD
Iceland was 

attacked.
981 AD

Greenland was attacked as 
Vikings sailed from Iceland. 

By 1000 AD, the Vikings 
had reached North America. 
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After the attack at Lindisfarne in 793 AD, the Vikings intensified their attacks and began to 

explore further afield by sailing up the Rhine, Seine, Rhone and Loire. Despite the heavy 

defences, the Vikings captured Paris in March 845 AD. Once large areas of Europe were 

captured and occupied by the Vikings, they used these as bases and planned to travel 

even further, sailing down the coast to Spain, North 

Africa and on to Italy. 

In the 9th Century, using the Scottish islands as a base, 

the Vikings reached a country they named Iceland. The 

first settler there was a Viking named Ingolf, who built a 

large farm there looking out at the sea. The settlers 

raised sheep and began to exploit the local resources 

(such as iron, soap stone) to make weapons and pots. 

The Vikings also hunted reindeer for their food, fur and 

skins. They even used reindeer antlers to make 

arrowheads, because iron was so scarce. 
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Erik the Red sailed from Iceland to Greenland in 981 AD. He called the country 

Greenland in the hope that it would encourage other Vikings to settle there. 

However, only two farming settlements were ever established there because of the 

inhospitable climate. Sheep were farmed on these settlements but the Viking 

settlers depended on the reindeer and seals for most of their needs.

Leif, son of Erik the Red, went on to explore further afield and accidentally 

discovered North America when his ships sailed off course on the way to 

Greenland. It seems likely that Erik landed in Newfoundland and he named 

this ‘Vinland’ (Wineland) as he mistook the huckleberries growing there 

for grapes. 

Leif explored the coast of Newfoundland and traded with the local Native 

Americans there. The Vikings called the natives ‘skraelings’ (meaning 

‘savages’). Although the climate was good for farming, only one Viking 

settlement has been discovered in Newfoundland. It is thought that the 

Vikings did not stay there long because the natives were hostile and drove 

the Vikings out, once they realised that they were being exploited!



Viking attacks in the East

The history of Viking raids in the East is not as 

well recorded as it is in Europe. However the 

Vikings left evidence of their presence in the 

East, leaving brooches, weapons and runes 

tracing their travels there. 

Viking traders and raiders sailed easily to Russia from Scandinavia and 

followed the rivers in Russia to the Black and Caspian seas. 

Evidence shows their presence in Constantinople and Baghdad. 

Although the Vikings travelled far into the East, most of 

their settlements in these areas were temporary 

trading posts. Viking traders swapped furs for 

silks, spices and precious metals such 

as silver. 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Did you know?

William the Conqueror, who became King of England 

after the battle of 1066 AD, originated from the Vikings! 

William was from Normandy, an area in France that was 

named after the Norsemen (Vikings) who lived there. 

William’s ancestors would have been Viking invaders!



The Vikings worshipped many different gods and goddesses. The 

Viking gods were thought to have their own personalities, strengths 

and weaknesses. The Viking people thought that the gods all lived 

together in heaven, like a big family arguing and fighting, as well as 

looking after each other.

Vikings also believed that they had 

to keep the gods happy by praying 

and offering presents to them. In 

return, the gods protected them 

from the monsters and fearsome 

giants that lived in the underworld. 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In this section, 
you will learn 
about... 

1. How and why the 
Viking people 
worshipped their 
gods and 
goddesses.

2. The three most 
popular gods and 
goddesses. 

3. Why many 
Vikings eventually 
became 
Christians.

Image © ThinkStock

Hel, the ruler of
the dead, with a

fire-breathing dog.



There were lots of different Viking gods. Here are three of 

the most popular:
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Odin was the god of war and wisdom and he was very 

powerful. He rode a horse with eight legs and sent out 

two ravens every day to report on the world below.

It was believed that if a Viking warrior died in battle, he 

would go to Odin’s castle in heaven (called Valhalla). 

Odin was feared by the Vikings as they believed that he 

could decide if they won or lost a battle.

Odin was the ruler of the gods and he had a wife called 

Frigg and a son called Balder.
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Thor was very strong but not very clever. He 

was the god of skies, storms and thunder. 

He was also the god of ordinary people and 

the most popular god.

Thor carried a magic hammer called Mjollnir 

to fight off giants and monsters. Viking 

people often wore an amulet in the shape of 

Thor’s hammer for good luck.
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Freyja was the beautiful goddess of fertility, love and beauty. She could turn 

herself into a bird and fly away from danger if she needed to. 

Freyja was the leader of the Valkyries (who decided which Vikings would live 

or die in battle). Freyja would claim half the soul of the bravest warrior who 

died during battle and take it back to the afterlife. She would then invite their 

partners to come and live with them. Freyja rode a chariot pulled

by two blue cats.

Freyja had a twin brother called Freyr and she wept tears of gold

when she was unhappy!
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The Vikings and Christianity

Sometimes, the Vikings became Christian when they settled 

in areas where the locals were Christian. They often did this 

because the Christians would only trade with other Christians. 

By the 10th Century, Viking kings began to help Christian 

missionaries to increase their own power and protection. In 

960AD, Denmark became a Christian country under King 

Harald Bluetooth. Then in 1024AD, Norway also became a 

Christian country under King Olaf Haraldsson. Sweden 

remained pagan until the end of 11th century.

The Age of the Vikings in Europe was over. 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A painting of King 
Harald Bluetooth.
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Absence
When somebody or something has gone away.

Advantage
Being in a better position.

Afterlife
Life after death.

Ale
An alcoholic drink.

Archaeologist
A person who digs up and examines objects from the 
past.

Armour
A suit made from leather or metal that is worn to 
protect the body during battles.

Assembly
A group of people gathered together. 

Brooch
A piece of jewellery attached using a pin or clasp.

Capture
To take control of something or somebody by force.

Chainmail
Flexible body armour made from interlinked metal.

Chieftain
The leader of a clan or tribe. 

Chores
Jobs or tasks given to a person.

Christian missionaries
People sent to spread Christian beliefs and help 
other people.

Christians
Members of the Christian church who believe in 
Jesus Christ.

Citizens
People who live in a country or town.

Class system
A group of people based on their wealth and position 
in society.

Clay
A type of earth that is used to make pots and is fired 
using heat.

Climate
The expected weather conditions for a place.

Complaint
Finding fault with something and speaking out about 
it.

Conical
Shaped like a cone.

Conquer
To beat and gain control of something by force.

Craftsman
A skilled person who is able to make things.

Crops
Plants grown on a farm to provide food. 

Cured meat
Meat that is prepared in a specific way to make it last 
a long time.

Custom
Acting in a certain way.

Danelaw
The parts of England where the Vikings settled.

Decline
To refuse something.

Defence
Protecting something from attack.

Democratic
A society where people can vote and elect their 
leader. People are free to speak up if they disagree 
with something without being harmed.

Divorce
To legally end a marriage.

Dowry
The money or objects brought with a woman when 
she marries.

Duel
A fight between two people.

Elaborate
Something that is decorated with careful designs.

Emigrate
To leave one country to live in another.

en route
On the way. 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Evidence
Something that can prove an idea or belief.

Excavate
To dig up something.

Exploit
To treat somebody unfairly.

Flee
To escape quickly from something or somebody.

Foreigner
Somebody who is from another country.

Fortified building
A strong building built to withstand attack from 
enemies.

Freemen
Viking men who were able to vote democratically for 
their leader and voice their opinions freely.

Freyja
The goddess of fertility, love and beauty.

Glassware
Items made from glass.

God
A male being who is believed to have great powers 
and is worshipped. 

Goddesses
A female being who is believed to have great powers 
and is worshipped.

Goods
Items that are sold.

Governed
Ruled or led.

Grievance
Something considered to be wrong and causing 
complaint.

Harvest
Gathering crops when they are ripe and ready to eat.

Helmsman
A person whose job it is to steer a ship.

Hide
The dried out skin of a large animal (e.g. a cow).

Homeland
The place that somebody was born in.

Huckleberries
A dark blue fruit similar to blueberries, found in North 
America.

Hunter
Somebody who captures and kills wild animals 
usually for food.

Inland
Part of the country away from the coast.

Invade
To attack another country using force, in an attempt 
to gain control of it.

Invader
An enemy force attacking another country.

Jewellery
Decorative objects such as rings, necklaces and 
bracelets. 

Knarr
A Viking trading ship.

Landowner
A person who owns land.

Lanolin
A fatty oily substance found in sheep’s wool.

Law abiding
Following and obeying the laws.

Leather
Material made from the skin of animals.

Linen
Cloth made from flax.

Longboats
Viking warships.

Loom
A machine used to make cloth.

Market
A place where a large variety of goods are sold.

Mead
An alcoholic drink made using honey.

Merchant
Somebody who buys and sells goods for a living.

Metal boss
Metal stud in the centre of a shield.

Monastery
Building used by a community of monks. 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Monk
A man who has taken a religious vow to God to live a 
simple life in a community with other men.

Natives
The original inhabitants of a place.

Navigate
To plan a journey to a certain place.

Nobles
Vikings born into wealthy families. All Chieftains 
usually descended from Nobles.

Norse
Ancient Scandinavian people.

Nose guard
The metal bar at the front of a helmet, used to cover 
and protect the nose during battle.

Oar
A long pole that is wide and flat at one end and is 
used to row and steer a boat.

Occupy
To take control of somewhere.

Odin
The god of war and wisdom.

Outlaw
A person who has broken the law.

Pagan
A person who worships many different gods.

Personality
The qualities that make a person who they are.

Pickle
Preserving something so that it lasts longer.

Pinafore
A sleeveless apron used to protect clothes.

Plunderers
People who ruthlessly steal from other people.

Precious Metals
Metals such as gold and silver that are worth a lot of 
money.

Preserve
To prepare food in a specific way that makes it last 
longer and prevent waste.

Priest
A person who is in charge of a church and leads 
prayers.

Raiders
People who launch a surprise attack to steal from 
others.

Rivet
A metal bolt or pin that fastens wood or metal 
together.

Runes
Early characters (like our alphabet) used by 
Scandinavians to decorate objects.

Salted
When salt is used to help preserve food.

Scandinavia
An area in northern Europe made up of Denmark, 
Norway, Sweden and Finland. 

Scandinavian
A person born in Scandinavia.

Settle
To make a home somewhere.

Settlement
A place where a group of people have decided to live 
and build their homes.

Shutters
Covers that close over the outside or inside of a 
window.

Silk
A very fine soft fabric. 

Spinning Wheel
A machine used to make thread or yarn.

Slave
A person who is owned and forced to work.

Smallholding
A small farm, usually containing animals.

Smoked
A way of preserving meat or fish by using smoke.

Society
A group of people who live and work together.

Spin
Making thread using a spinning wheel.

Status
A person’s position and level of importance in 
society. 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Steer
To control something and make it move in a certain 
direction.

Stirrup
A loop of metal that is attached to a saddle’s straps. 
Riders put their feet through it to help support 
themselves.

Store room
A room full of supplies and equipment.

Tar
A dark heavy sticky substance made from wood, coal 
or peat. It is used to cover something and protect it.

Temporary
For a short time.

Thatched
When straw is used to cover the roof on a house.

Thing
The assembly held by Viking chieftains twice a year 
for freemen to voice their complaints.

Thong
A narrow strip of leather that is used to tie something 
together.

Thor
The god of skies, storms and thunder.

Thor’s hammer charm
A small charm shaped like Thor’s magical hammer, 
that is believed to protect the wearer.

Thralls
The Viking word for slaves. 

Trade
To buy and sell goods.

Traditional
Beliefs or customs that are passed on and continued 
by other generations.

Transport
To move goods from one place to another.

Tunic
A loose fitting, upper garment that was worn by a 
Viking man.

Turf
A thick layer of soil, held together by grass and used 
to cover the roof of Viking longhouses.

Valhalla
Odin’s castle in the afterlife.

Valkyries
A group of maidens who bought dead heroes back 
from the battlefield to Valhalla and attended to them.

Valuables
Items that are worth money or mean a lot to the 
owner.

Warrior
A person who fights in battles.

Weave
To make fabric by passing threads over and under 
each other.

Witness
To see something. 

Worship
To honor and show devotion and love to a god.

Woven
To make fabric by passing threads over and under 
each other.


